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DN&S:  You seem to be able to get into the minds and under the skin, if you will, of all your characters equally well—both males and females.  Clay Sizemore is such a sympathetic and appealing character.  Your female characters, as well, are particularly interesting—Anneth in The Coal Tattoo is great example.  Similar to the stories of Robert Morgan, you often use your women characters as narrators, which must take some finesse, depending on the narrative situation.  For example, you use a Cherokee woman, Vine Sullivan, to narrate A Parchment of Leaves, wonderfully creating what Coleridge called a “willing suspension of disbelief” with the narration and with the character for your readers.  What is it about the point of view of women that lends well to the narration of a story?  What was you own background that appears to have provided the kind of sympathy and empathy with women necessary to be able to do this?  How does this narrative strategy fit some of the motifs in your stories?

Silas House: When I think of a story being told, it is almost always by a woman, and I think that’s just because I grew up surrounded by female storytellers.  The men I grew up around were often very quiet, men-of-few-words sort of men, but the women were loud and chatty, always laughing and telling some big tale, so that’s the storytelling voice that settled in my head.  And the stories of women in Appalachia are more interesting  to me, too.  There are more depth and layers to be had with a woman’s story, particularly in this region, because women have always been at the forefront of religion and social movements and just about everything, particularly in our culture.  My first book, Clay’s Quilt, and my most recent novel, Eli the Good, both have male leads, but the females are integral to those stories and how they are told, too.  But when I think of books of mine that are solidly female in their thinking and construction, Parchment and Coal definitely come to mind.  I think of both of those book as being tributes to the strong women I have known all of my life and to the women of Appalachia, who have always lived such hard, tough, strong, vibrant lives.  I think that outsiders often think of mountain women as being downtrodden and haggard, but that just isn’t the case with the Appalachian women I know.  Lee Smith says that the women she knew growing up were “about as dainty as coal trucks” and I couldn’t agree more with that assessment.  I like being part of the dispelling of this myth of the Appalachian woman as an abused, subservient female.  I want to present Appalachian women like the ones I have always known:  strong, defiant, fearless, boisterous, devout, wild…in short, they are full-fledged human beings, not just some generalization you can put into a little box.  I am interested in writing about the way each of us has a story, and I think that often female characters best illustrate that because their stories have been repressed more than others’. 

DN&S:

The Native American presence in Appalachia is an important and appealing part of the region.  Where does that influence in your own background come from?

Silas House:

My great-grandmother was full-blooded Cherokee, but she was very Americanized because her parents had suffered a lot of prejudice.  She died twenty years before I was born, so by the time I came into consciousness she was very much a legend in our family.  I didn’t know anything real about her.  So one reason I wrote Parchment was to get more in touch with my Cherokee heritage and to also discover my great-grandmother as a real human being.  My family is an example of how homogenization can take a part of you away from yourself.  Wendell Berry says that if you don’t know where you’re from, you don’t know who you are.  I think often people look at that quote and think he means a physical place only, like Kentucky or West Virginia.  But I think he’s talking about something much more profound than that, so I will paraphrase Berry here and put this forth:  If you don’t know WHO you’re from, you don’t know who you are.  So many people I know seem lost these days; they just can’t figure themselves out, and often it’s because they have no idea who their grandparents were as human beings, or the struggles and joys they experienced.  We need to know about the joys and griefs of our ancestors to be fully formed people.  So that’s one thing I was trying to do with Parchment.

DN&S:  If you are familiar with the stories and writing of Marilou Awiakta, you will know that she has a great deal to say about the importance of achieving a balance in one’s interaction with the physical world, as well as a balance between the sexes.  As a Cherokee, Awiakta is cognizant of the difference and uniqueness between men and women, but she is insistent on a power balance between the sexes.  In all of your books, those couples who fare best have achieved a sort of gender balance or accommodation—Vine and Saul or Easter and El, for example .  Certainly, your books condemn the domestic abuse that seems rampant in Appalachia and in the country as a whole today.  Explain how you make a connection in your writing between the balance one achieves in his relationships and the balance and accommodation society makes with the environment and on a larger world stage?  
Silas House:  I do love that Easter and El and Vine and Saul have such good marriages.  Good marriages are hard to write; I guess that’s why there are so many more bad marriages or bad relationships in literature.  And both those storylines were surprises to me, they just happened.  Come to think of it, Clay and Alma (in Clay’s Quilt) have a really good marriage, too. I think the absolute key to those good relationships is that there is a real equality between the partners and—most importantly—each party lets the other one be who he/she is.  A good partnership—whether it be between two people in love or between human beings and nature—is all based on mutual respect.  

DN&S:  Critics find that your literary forte is creating believable and sympathetic characters.  Talk about your writing as “character-driven.”
Silas House:  Well, I don’t think any story is worth a dime unless it has characters that take up residence in your heart.  I just finished DH Lawrence’s SONS AND LOVERS this morning and when the mother dies in that, I just wept.  I hadn’t realized how attached I had become to her until that moment.  So, in that instance, the book took up a complete residence in my heart, and I will never, ever forget it.  I think that the only way we can move a reader is to make them feel as if the characters are living, breathing beings.  The way that I go about creating characters is to get to know them as well as I can before I ever write them.  I’m just starting to write a new novel now but I’ve been walking around for the last two years looking at the world through the eyes of its lead character, Evona.  A writer has to think like an actor in that sort of method approach to creation.  Also, growing up and hearing stories being told by my Appalachian family, they were always character-driven. I think it’s also very important to allow your characters to be vulnerable, to allow them to have faults, to make them resonate.  And I always give my characters some traits that belong to real people I know and I think that makes them more believable.  I start off by first, and most importantly, finding the right name for my characters.  Then I get to know them and figure out what their favorite song or kind of music is, and then I know everything I need to know to start creating them.  It’s a hard, magical, terrible, wonderful process.  I always tell my students that creating a character is hard because it’s giving birth, and giving birth is painful.  

DN&S:  We found it uncanny how you were able to take a specific place—the mountains of eastern Kentucky—and through the power of storytelling allow your reader to transcend the specific to ponder the universal or contemporary issues on a larger scale than even mountain-top removal or the question of broad-form deeds.  You likewise use the larger stage of war and violence in your narratives about this particular region of Appalachia.  Can you explain why and how you aim for larger issues while placing your stories in a specific and defined setting such as Appalachia?

Silas House:  I’m very proud to be an Appalachian—that’s a huge part of who I am and it drives everything I do, whether it be the way I parent, or the battles I choose to fight (like mountaintop removal), or the way I present myself to a crowd in a faraway city, but I never think of myself as writing about Appalachia so much as I think of myself as writing about human beings who happen to live in Appalachia.  The first responsibility I have as a writer is to my characters, and the place then serves the characters.  So I try to just use the place to illuminate something about my characters and their stories.  There is always a bit of the writer in his or her creations, I suppose, and the one constant that I share with my characters is their love for this place.  It may sometimes even be a love/hate feeling they have, but the essential feeling is love.  Because when you are from a place as powerful as Appalachia, you can’t rid yourself of it.  You can’t not love it, even when you don’t want to.  I always just have my characters living their lives like anybody else in the world even though they live in the mountains, so that means that the larger issues touch them just the way they touch anyone else.  I think the most insulting thing in the world is when people call parts of the United States “flyover country.”  That makes me violently angry, because it suggests that there’s nothing here worth landing for, that it’s only worth flying over to get to New York or Los Angeles.  All the best stories are here, in this so-called flyover country.  All the real machinery that makes this country move are in flyover country.  So I just want my writing to show that.  

DN&S:  The rape scene in A Parchment of Leaves appears to be a powerful and troubling metaphor for “abuse of power” through out your work. This motif is associated with the land, the people, war, environmental disaster, as well as domestic abuse.  What do you think is the antidote for this abusive trajectory toward disaster that we often seem to find ourselves on in our contemporary society?

Silas House:  Ever since I can remember I have been very aware of the abuse of power, and I think that’s because I was raised lower middle class in a family that had been absolutely poor for most of their lives.  So I was very conscious of class issues from a very early age.  I remember one time in high school when my parents went to a choir performance I was in and afterwards they were sort of hanging back, not talking to anyone, and I could tell they were ready to go.  I went over and asked what was wrong and they said something along the lines that the other parents all had money and they didn’t know how to act around people like that, that we should go.  They were always telling me how I should never think of myself as better than anyone else but that I should also not think anyone was better than me, but I realized they didn’t believe it themselves.  They felt inferior because they had been raised so poor, because they hadn’t gotten college educations.  I think from that moment on I wanted to stand up for us, I wanted to work towards other Appalachians not being made to feel inferior.  

So I don’t think I’ve answered your question appropriately, but will try…to be honest, I don’t see any kind of real antidote to the abusive trajectory toward disaster we have today.  Unless people start a new kind of consciousness, that just isn’t going to happen.  And that’s one thing I was trying to address in Parchment.  In that novel, I started out by asking myself the question “Why do people do such awful things to one another?” and at the end I found there was no answer, but there was a balm.  The only answer, or balm, was that forgiveness makes that awfulness bearable.  So that whole novel is about forgiveness.  I think that that novel is a very religious one.    

DN&S:  Tell us how you became involved in the environmental movement, specifically in the issue of strip mining and mountain top removal.

Silas House: My grandfather and uncles were all very proud to be coal miners.  My mother still has a license plate on the front of her car that proclaims herself a “coal miner’s daughter.”  So I’m very proud of that heritage.  But I also grew up in a community that was victimized by the coal company for years as they hauled out the coal with no regard for the road we had to pay to have fixed, as they blasted throughout the day and polluted the air and water without any regard for anyone in the community.  I watched as my great-aunt’s grave was pushed over the ridge.  Even as a small child I heard everyone in the community talking about the way the company had pulled out without reclaiming properly.  So I always had a real love/hate relationship with coal.  In 2005 I was asked by Wendell Berry to join him and a dozen or so other writers on a tour of mountaintop removal sites in Eastern Kentucky.  And so I saw it in a whole different way, especially when we went up in a plane and saw it from that vantage point.  It was absolutely unbelievable.  We all got off the plane dumbfounded, crying, grief-stricken, horrified.  Quickly thereafter we were taken to a community meeting where we heard three hours of testimony from people who were being victimized by companies doing MTR.  And I haven’t been the same since.  From the first moment that one of my fellow Appalachians looked over at my table of writers and said, “Help me.  Tell my story,” I’ve felt a heavy responsibility to do that.  So that’s what I was trying to do in Something’s Rising, with my co-author, Jason Howard.  We wanted to give voice to the voiceless, to show that MTR wasn’t just taking away trees and mountains, but stories and pride.  

DN&S:  We know that you’ve been asked this question a good deal, but we are struck by the use of music in your stories.  What is the connection between music and the themes and ideas in your work?  What kind of music do you enjoy; do you, as does Clay Sizemore, listen to classical music and opera as well as rock and bluegrass?  What is the importance of music in your own life and work?

Silas House:  I grew up in the Holiness church, and my mother was a gospel singer.  My aunt, who lived right next door, was a devout rock ‘n’ roller.  My father loved classic country.  My sister played all the big pop hits of the time.  So I was just absolutely surrounded by music, all the time.  It was a part of everyday life.  It was not unusual at all in my family for people to burst out singing, or to push back the furniture and dance.  So I thought everyone grew up that way.  And I think that there is no better way to illustrate who a character is than to show how he relates to music and what kind of music in particular moves him.  It’s of great use in writing.  I love every single kind of music.  I listen to everything, but mostly I love music that tells a story.  That’s the most important thing to me.  I’m not a huge fan of bluegrass music, though, although people usually assume that all Appalachians are.  There is a big difference between bluegrass and mountain music, though, and I love mountain music, which I think of more often as “roots music.”  I guess my favorite song ever is “Keep On the Sunnyside” by the Carter Family because that lonesome mountain sound is tucked in there and also that song is so layered and complex.  It’s an optimistic song, but it’s full of darkness, too.  It says that life is terrible, but we have to look to the light.  And I guess that’s why music is so important to me, because it’s a sort of constant light.  Music reminds me that there is beauty in the world, every single day, in everything.  Music reminds me of Merton’s notion that “everything that is, is holy.”

DN&S:  We don’t often think of prejudice and bigotry being associated with Appalachia and Appalachians, yet these attitudes are present in often subtle and insidious ways (insidious in that people from outside the region are unaware of their bias and chauvinism).  How have such attitudes impacted you as a writer and as a person?

Silas House:
When I was about twelve years old I heard a woman call me “trash.”  She said it under her breath, to her daughter, who was about my age.  I have never, ever gotten over the way that made me feel.  She was saying it because I had walked to the gas station barefoot.  Not because I had to—I had plenty of shoes—but because I liked being barefoot.   When I was in my early twenties I won a writing award and was flown by the prize committee to a lavish banquet in Michigan.  I arrived late because of my flight, but the organizer met me at the door, furious that I was running behind.  She called me a “Kentucky idiot.”  Those are just two examples of the way people treat a person because of their class, or because of where they’re from.  I don’t tell them to illicit pity, but to illustrate a point:  we have a class problem in this country.  And if you are from Appalachia, no matter how much money you make, you are still thought of as lower class.  Americans associate Appalachia with poverty.  It always burns me up when my characters are described as “poverty-stricken” because I’ve made a very conscious effort for them to not ever be that way.  In Clay’ Quilt, for example, I point out that Clay doesn’t even have to borrow money to build his house because he’s been a miner for years and has saved up.  But often well-meaning people will draw me pictures of things from the book:  Alma’s fiddle, the three crosses on the mountain Alma sees on the way to Myrtle beach, Clay and Alma’s house.  It never fails that their house is always portrayed as a shack, or a cabin.  Because people have it in their heads that Appalachians can only live in shacks or cabins.  So I’ve experienced quite a bit of this, mostly because of the way I talk.  I believe that speaking grammatically correct is essential, but a person does not have to lose his accent to speak grammatically correct.  I constantly hear people who speak in a newscaster accent say things that are outlandishly grammatically incorrect, yet that’s passable because they have a particular kind of accent.  I tend to start ranting when I talk about this sort of thing, because it grieves me to no end to think that mountain children—and adults, but it is the children I always think of—are still experiencing this kind of prejudice.  I think that these prejudices have impacted me as a person and a writer in the same way in that they make me want to fight back even harder and they make me even prouder of where—and whom—I am from.  Because I know that this is a dignified place populated by dignified people, so I want to show that to the rest of the world.  I guess if I have any kind of agenda as a writer at all, it’s that.  
DN&S:  In your keynote address at the 2008 Appalachian Studies Association Conference, you said: “I am a writer because I grew up in a family of storytellers.”  Who are some of your favorite storytellers, and is there a story or two that still stand out in your mind today?  How have these stories impacted you as an individual, and furthermore, how have they impacted your stories?   
Silas House:  My maternal aunt, Sis, and my parental aunt, Dot, were the best two storytellers I knew growing up.  Their stories were always epics, very long and complex, so I won’t go into one of them here, but I will say that they had a natural ability to tell a story, some kind of innate sense of what makes for good characterization, plot, detail, sense of place, etc.  Storytelling is in our blood, as Appalachians.  It is part of us.  The act of telling a story is the act of preservation, so I often think of myself as a preservationist by being a writer.  In a way that’s my ultimate goal.  

DN&S:  To further the discussion of storytelling, we’re living in a high-tech world today where people don’t always take the time to sit and share stories with each other.  Of course, we have new means of sharing stories, but the joy of sitting around with loved ones and sharing stories is still so important.  Do you still enjoy storytelling with your family?  Are you instilling the importance of storytelling with your daughters?  If so, how?
Silas House:  I think the only way you can instill anything in your own children is to do it.  If they see you doing something, they will do it, too. The major key to this is to turn off the television and the computers!  I’m not completely opposed to TV or computers at all, but I think both have to be done in moderation, and I think most modern people turn on the TV or the computer the very minute they get home. A woman actually complained to me the other day that her daughter didn’t do anything but text anymore, and I swear to you that while this woman was telling me this, she was texting someone simultaneously.   I love my email, and I even love facebook, but I have a rule that I never, ever spend more than ten minutes a day on facebook.  And I can’t remember the last time I watched more than an hour of television.  I never forbade my daughters from watching TV at all, but since they grew up in a house where people rarely watched it, they don’t either.  So yes, we tell a lot of stories.  We spend time on the porch.  And sometimes we even get on the internet together and look at things and tell stories to each other about what we’re seeing.  So it’s a balance.  It’s something that you have to work out for yourself and your own people with the main goal being that the focus is on the story above all other things.  

DN&S:  You’ve mentioned several times that you often allow your stories to write themselves.  Can you give some advice to young writers on how to allow their characters to “drive their own stories”?  
Silas House:

The way to do this is to get to know your characters, to live through them, to see the world through them.  As I said earlier, I often spend two years or so with a character before I ever write about them.  That’s the way I get into my stories and the way that I allow my characters to take over, but I think that every writer has to find his or her way.  Nobody else’s method will work for you except for your own, so you just have to consider the way other people do it and then come up with your own way of doing it.  That’s the key.  
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